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C ritique 
S h i r ley V i n i ng B rown's  " S y m bo l i c  I nteract i o n  a nd B l ack  M e n t a l  
Hea l th :  U ndersta nd i n g  B l ack  S elf C o n cept i o n s "  presents s i g n i f ica n t  
and vita l i nfor mat ion concer n i ng  t h e  effects o f  negat ive se l f -concepts 
on black A me r ica ns .  The  most i nterest i ng a spect of the p a per  i s  t h e  
development  o f  t he concept o f  " negat ive be l ief  syst e m s . "  S he  pos i ts  
the be l i ef that othe rs, espec i a l l y  w h i t e  psycho l og ists a nd soc i o log is ts ,  
a re t he defi n i ng agents  of B l ack C u lt u re, et h n i c ity, a nd i de nt i ty .  T h at 
is, b l acks who bel i eve t h ese negat ive const r u cts  expe r i ence menta l  
hea lth d isorde rs :  d rug  add ict i o n ,  sch i zop h re n i a ,  a l co h o l i s m , a nd 
hypertens ion  are  exa m p l es .  B u r i ed negat ive be l i efs a bout  "self , " i n  
accorda nce w i th soc i a l  i nj u st i ces i n  econom ics  a n d  pol i t ics ,  prov ide  
the fra mework fo r  b l ack  m e nt a l  hea l t h  prob lems .  Nega t i ve be l i efs  
about "self , " accord ing  t o  B rown ,  a re  ev ide nced by i ncreased b l ack  
menta l  hea l t h  d i sorders .  
Brown's  essay i s  e n l i gh te n i ng as  she u nfo l ds the d i l e m m a :  b l acks  
are systemat i c a l l y re in forced wi th  negat i ve se l f  concepts a nd t hey 
are den ied adequ ate cop ing mech a n i sms  for h a nd l i ng negat ive  
bel i efs which resu l t  i n  s ig n if i ca nt " menta l  d i so rder s . "  H er paper  l ays  
the  bas i c  g rou ndwork  fo r  focus ing  the  prob lems .  H owever ,  B row n 
fa i l s  to prov ide so l ut ions  for the  prob lems she i l l ustrates .  
30 
B l acks n eed to def i ne the mse lves . I n  defi n i ng the mselv e s, blacks 
m u st for m u l ate concepts which a r e  usef u l  to the m se lves; blacks 
m u st ta ke respo n s i b i l ity for the i r  own r e a l ities . A p o s i ti ve bel i ef 
syste m m i ght be o n e  method for eradi cati ng n e g a tive bel iefs 
per petrated by white psycholog ists a nd sociolog i sts. F o r  e x a m p le, a n  
ave n u e  open for explorati o n  i s  the methods u se d  to tra i n  
psycho l og i sts a nd psychi a tr i sts . The c r i te r i a  u sed i n  m ost tra i n i ng 
prog r a m s  f o r  def i n i ng m e nta l hea lth problems i s  based on a "wh ite" 
or monoc u l tu r a l  mod e l .  E xp l o r i ng m e n ta l  hea lth within a black 
c u lt u r a l  fra m ework, bette r  y et, w i t h i n  a m u lti c u ltu r a l  fra mework, 
wou ld i nc r e a se the aware ness of those tra i n ed i n  menta l health 
services fo r u n de rsta nd i n g  what a m e nta l hea lth problem is from a 
v a r i et y  of perspect ives .  M e n t a l  h ea lt h  a g e n t s  n eed t o  understa nd that 
c a t e g o r i e s  w h i c h  a re n or m a l l y  u sed for " w h ite" me nta l hea lt h 
d isorders  a re u n s u i t a b le for  b la c k s .  
T h e  poss i b i l i t i es  a re e n d less .  T h e  ideas  p rese nted i n  t h is cr i t ique 
prov ide  f u rt h e r  a re a s  fo r exp l o r i n g  s o l u t i o n s  to t h e  prob l em Brown 
h a s  a d d ress e d .  S h i r l ey V i n i  ng B ro w n  has focu sed the problem, but 
s h e  n e eds to exp lore  v i a bl e  so l u t i on s  for t he b l ack Amer icans who 
h a v e  n eg a t i ve s e lf i m a ges .  
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As i d e  f rom t h e  i nt r i ns ic  merit of D r . S h i r l ey V .  B rown 's "Symbolic 
I nteract i o n  a nd B l ack  M e nta l H ea l th ,  . . .  " t h e  p ap e r  ra ises severa l  
i m por ta nt  coro l l a ry i ss ues t ha t  need ext e n s i ve i n ve s t i g at ion : ( 1 ) the 
effects of o n e 's se lf- concept upon how h e  or s h e  v iews others; (2 ) the 
neg l i g i b le  effects of aff i r ma t i ve act i o n  p r o g r a m s; ( 3 )  the  adverse 
effects of p ub l i c  school  i nteg rat i o n  on  b la cks; (4 ) t h e  v a l i d ity of the 
ass u m pt i o n  t h a t  schools i n  predo m i na nt l y  b l a c k  n e i g h borhoods are 
i n h erent ly i n fe r i o r; a n d  ( 5 )  t h e  i n s i d i o u s  n o t i o n  t h a t  m a i n strea m i ng i s  
bot h poss i b l e  a n d  des i r a b l e . 
P robab ly a l l  too few people  rea l ize t ha t  t h e  i m ag e s  w h i c h  t h ey have 
of others a re, i n  a l a rg e  measure, the i m ages w h i c h  t hey h a ve of 
t h e m se lves . The i mages that  we h a ve of o u rselves a n d  ot hers a r e  not 
i ndependent b ut rather  depe ndent .  I t  i s  tot a l l y  i mposs i b le for o n e  to 
fee l g ood a bout  others w ith o ut h av i ng a pos i t i ve se lf - i mage. For 
